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Abstract: This paper underlines the linkages between women’s roles, responsibilities and the use of and 
access to technologies in marginalised rural communities in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. The ways in which 
poor rural women conceptualise technologies and the ways in which they use their knowledge and skills to 
develop, modify and adapt the techniques and technical processes are examined in relation to developing rural 
tourism in the areas. Research was undertaken in four marginalised communities in KwaZulu-Natal: Adams 
Mission, Platt Estate, KwaXimba and Makomoreng. The study examined the relationships between rural women, 
and their technological knowledge with a view to developing rural tourism. Emphasis on the data collection was 
on gender sensitivity and the ability to capture the complexities of the rural women’s real life activities. The aim 
of this contribution is to contribute to a greater understanding in terms of the recognition of the linkages between 
women’s roles, responsibilities, knowledge and their participation in rural economic and tourism development 
with more emphasis and focus on their use of modern technologies and indigenous knowledge. From a rural 
perspective, success needs to be measured in terms of both creating tourism-led growth in rural areas, and in 
terms of the distribution of opportunities among the rural and others. As many as 75% of the world’s poor live in 
rural areas. Top tourism destinations, particularly in developing countries, include national parks, wilderness 
areas, mountains, lakes, and cultural sites, most of which are generally rural. Thus tourism is already an 
important feature of the rural economy in these specific sites. It is self-evident that tourism will never come to 
dominate all rural areas, particularly in the developing world – there are vast swathes of rural areas for which 
tourism is not relevant for the foreseeable future. Between these two extremes are poor rural areas with some 




According to the United Nations, the scarcity of information on women’s activities 
across all sectors has resulted in a lack of understanding of the ‘different worlds’ that women 
and men live in as it pertains to access to education, work, health, personal security and 
leisure time. Numerous studies have revealed that there is a bias against female members of 
households in the allocation of resources such as income, food, nutrition, health care and 
education (Ahonsi, 1995; Braidiotti et al, 1994; Moser, 1993; Ostergaard; 1992; Pearson, 
1992). 
Despite the fact that in the last ten years many researchers have referred to the gendered 
nature of ecological and agricultural science and practice in most cultures, it must be said that 
development efforts in general, and biodiversity conservation strategies in particular, have 
typically not been gender-sensitive (Badri and Badri, 1994). The general misconception and 
marginalisation of women's role in conservation strategies, which is directly related to their 
lack of power and their low status within society, have often caused researchers and policy 
makers (mainly males) to ignore women's skills and needs as a focal issue in mainstream 




THE TOURISM ASPECT 
 
As many as 75% of the world’s poor live in rural areas. Top tourism destinations, 
particularly in developing countries, include national parks, wilderness areas, mountains, 
lakes, and cultural sites, most of which are generally rural. Thus tourism is already an 
important feature of the rural economy in these specific sites. It is self-evident that tourism 
will never come to dominate all rural areas, particularly in the developing world – there are 
vast swathes of rural areas for which tourism is not relevant for the foreseeable future. 
Between these two extremes are poor rural areas with some tourism potential, and an urgent 
need to develop whatever economic potential they have.  
Thus, an important question is whether more can be done to develop tourism within 
such rural areas, as a way of dispersing the benefits of tourism and increasing its poverty 
impact. The aim of promoting tourism is to increase the net benefits to rural people, and 
increase their participation in managing the tourism product. If more tourism can be 
developed in rural areas, particularly in ways that involve high local participation in decisions 
and enterprises, then poverty impacts are likely to be enhanced. The nature of rural tourism 
products, often involving small-scale operations and culturally-based or farm-based products 
can be conducive to wide participation. Tourism can also bring a range of other benefits to 
rural areas, such as infrastructural development and spin-off enterprise opportunities. 
However, developing rural tourism has its challenges.  
Any successful tourism development, whether rural or not, depends on commercial, 
economic, and logistical issues, such as the quality of the product, accessibility and 
infrastructure of the destination, availability of skills, and interest of investors. In most of 
these aspects, rural areas may well be at a disadvantage compared to urbanized and more 
developed areas. These challenges may be compounded by political and institutional 
obstacles, particularly in developing countries, i.e. the administrative complexity of dealing 
with low-populated areas, the lack of policy co-ordination between rural development and 
tourism development, and low priority provided to rural areas by central governments. Thus, 
ways to deal with these challenges are needed. Rural tourism takes many different forms and 
is pursued for different reasons. There are developmental reasons to promote tourism as a 
growth pole such as for regeneration following agro-industrial collapse, or diversification of a 
remote marginal agricultural area into adventure tourism or cultural tourism. Other reasons 
relate more to development of the tourism product such as diversifying a country’s image, or 
alleviating bottlenecks in popular sites.  Women living in remote rural areas where 
development has generally failed to positively impact their lives need to have their concerns 
addressed. Rural women need to be prioritised and incorporated in terms of appropriate 
technology development in rural contexts since women in rural areas are often responsible for 
the completion and/ or supervision of productive and reproductive tasks. They are central to 
household and community survival. These women have been and continue to be discriminated 
against. This promotes subordination and men’s superiority. 
 
ROLE OF WOMEN IN RURAL COMMUNITIES 
 
Women, especially in rural communities, have a particularly important role to play in 
the development of responsible tourism. The employment of women can be a fundamental 
determinant of the development impacts of the tourism industry. In a survey conducted among 
women farm workers in the Lowveld South Africa, it was demonstrated that a strong 
correlation exists between salaries and household welfare among employed women. The 
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potential employment impact of the tourism industry on both men and women in rural areas 
will considerably improve family life. The urban drift among men who migrate to cities and 
mines in search of employment has had a deleterious impact on rural women who continue to 
suffer not only from hard labour in the rural fields, poor access to infrastructure and basic 
necessities such as water, but also from the impact of AIDS. The special roles that women can 
play in the new tourism drive of South Africa are identified below:  
 
• as teachers, mothers and mentors, generate awareness of the potential of tourism 
to stimulate community growth and development; 
• actively assist in shaping a responsible tourism industry in South Africa as policy-
makers, entrepreneurs, entertainers, travel agents, tour guides, restaurateurs, workers, 
managers, guests house operators and other leading roles in the tourism business 
environment;  
• organise themselves and lead the implementation of community projects that will 
have positive environmental, social and economic impacts;  
• ensure equality in the conditions of employment of women. Too often, women are 
seen as a "cheap" alternative to employing men, with no security of tenure, maternity 
leave or investment in career development;  
• promote and where possible ensure respect for and dignity of women in the 
development, marketing and promotion of tourism;  
• lobby the support of developers and local authorities for the provision of services 
and infrastructure to enhance the position of women in communities; 
• secure the provision of craft training and other opportunities to expand the skills 
base of rural women; and 
• give special attention to the needs of women tourists, with a particular emphasis 
on safety and security. 
 
ACTIVITIES WOMEN ARE INVOLVED IN SOUTH AFRICA 
 
Four rural communities located in KwaZulu-Natal were the sites of the study. The areas 
were chosen to reflect a cross-section of experiences contrasting socio-economic and spatial 
contexts. They include: a) Makomoreng – Matatiele (traditional area); b) Adams Mission 
(peri-urban); c) Platt Estate – Umzinto (land reform project); and d) KwaXimba (community 
gardens as well as small holder farms). The results revealed that 41% of respondents are 
engaged in making floor mats and 39% in making brooms. These activities use natural 
resources like grass from the field and wetlands. The environmental implications are also an 
issue since wetlands are slowly decreasing due to human activities including the use of 
chemicals in the fields which during run-off will be trapped in the wetlands thus damaging its 
sensitive environment. The harvesting of grass is also increasing chances of soil erosion that 
also affects negatively the agricultural potential of land. Thirty five percent of the respondents 
use beads that are bought from towns to make bracelets, necklaces and other beadwork. This 
is sold to neighbours as well as in the cities. This could be a good avenue for money from 
tourism if developed further. Skin products like ethnic costume (amabheshu) normally worn 
in traditional events and ceremonies and by cultural dance groups are also made. These are 
sold or rented out thus generating some income for the households.  
Thirteen percent of the respondents indicated that they make clay pots with clay found 
in the riverbanks. The fact that natural resources are utilised in the communities for a variety 
of activities is a cause for concern for the communities and for women in particular. The 
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depletion of natural resources in their areas means more time spent searching for it but it 
doesn’t mean a reduction in the daily chores allotted to them, thus increasing the drudgery and 
hardships for women. Alternative sources for art and craft activities need to be found. When 
discussing this issue in the focus groups, it was found that women are also utilising plastics 
that have been used as shopping bags to make mats. This is a recycling exercise that came 
into being through necessity (lack of grass) and it also helps keep the area clean since plastics 
are now not thrown away. They indicated that this has also benefited them because plastics 
that were littering the area are a health hazard for the cows as they eat them. 
The majority of the respondents (96%) indicated that they make art and crafts for family 
use, whilst 74% sell items within the community with only 43% selling items outside the 
community. The fact that more women use their time to make things for their families is 
supported by studies that assert that women are mainly involved in non-paid work. Since 
women are not formally employed, it is not easy to estimate the work they do in monetary 
terms; also in terms of art and crafts done for the household, the money saved by not buying 
these products is not calculated. This aids in keeping women in perpetual subordination as 
their work is not considered important and has no formal currency, therefore for major 
purchases they have to depend upon the members of the household who are earning an 
income. The women are also involved in a variety of off-farm activities of which 88% of the 
respondents indicated that they are involved in beer brewing. This is mainly done when there 
are ceremonies from weddings to funerals and it is part of every event. It usually takes three 
days to prepare the traditional beer, which also impinges upon women’s time as they now 
need to fetch more water and have to cook in a number of pots. Other activities like art and 
crafts (43%), broom making (40%), clothes making (38%) and brick making (23%) are also 
done for income generating purposes.  
This then is another avenue for households to make an income, unlike the agricultural 
activities that are mainly for household food security. A number of respondents indicated that 
they are involved in different activities concurrently thus supporting the body of knowledge 
that maintain that women are multi-talented. 
Thirty four percent of the women indicated that they make traditional jewellery such as 
bead bracelets and necklaces. These items are sold together with traditional attire as 
mentioned earlier. The use of traditional make-up is also common in all communities. It was 
mentioned that traditional make-up is made from red soils, mixed with water and smeared on 
the face when the sun is hot to protect the skin from sunburn.  
The main problems are lack of employment opportunities (89%), financial constraints 
(88%), lack of information (84%), no access to credit (83%), lack of markets (81%), lack of 
irrigation capacity (71%) lack of police services (70%), crime and violence (61%). Problem 
ranking matrices revealed that unemployment and financial constraints, ranked first or second 
by most communities. The lack of employment opportunities exacerbates the financial 
position of the household, as they are unable to meet their needs and be involved in other 
income generating projects that require capital. The respondents did not have knowledge of 
existing programmes aimed at small, medium and micro enterprises, stating that such 
information is only disseminated in the urban areas and thus limiting their chances for 
initiating viable projects within their communities.  
The fact that banks do not give them credit was also another problem, respondents 
indicated that since most of them reside in traditional areas, they do not have title deeds but 
have Permission to Occupy Certificates that banks do not recognise as collateral. They are, 
therefore, unable to access credit. Lack of markets to sell their produce is also a problem. 
Respondents stated that theirs is a vicious cycle because if you manage to overcome the other 
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obstacles like lack of finance, resources, water and land, and you manage against all odds to 
come up with a harvest or any other product, you are then faced with the fact that no clients 




This paper illustrates the fact that rural women are the major contributors to the 
production of food and the provision of energy, water, and health care and in some cases even 
family income. Women’s livelihood options are linked to the knowledge they have of their 
resource base, this includes technologies they have adopted, their existing skills and the 
understanding of the cultural environment. It has been argued that access to capital, services, 
and technology is the cornerstone for rural development and an instrument of change to the 
extent that it reflects the state of development of a people and as important as this is, women 
are found generally to lack access to all three.  
The paper further reveals that rural women are more disadvantaged in economic 
development due to their triple roles, heavier workload, lack of easy access to productive 
resources and institutional support services and other socio-cultural factors and practices as 
outlined during the problem ranking exercises. There are also several obstacles that hinder 
women from accessing technology including the fact that the knowledge that they currently 
possess is generally ignored. Rural women engage in different activities that demand 
technologies in order to function effectively but due to the lack of income or financial 
constraints they decide to develop or change other used equipment so as to make relevant 
technologies that might do the work but not entirely reduce workloads. This shows that 
women are not passive, powerless or ignorant but they are actors who can institute change, 
create and perpetuate knowledge, and play a hand in shaping and transforming the social and 
physical worlds around them sometimes in ways 'development' practitioners don't anticipate 
or even like.  
Rural women also find it particularly difficult to obtain credit because of their low 
levels of education, weaker rights to land and lack of alternative collateral acceptable to 
formal financial institutions. This means that even those who have a desire to enter the 
mainstream economy are prevented from doing so by the external forces beyond their control. 
It is important that to note that women can benefit enormously from increased access to 
technology that is appropriate to their needs. Policy makers need to move away from looking 
at technology as an issue in the health, education, and communication fields but links need to 
be made between gender, technology and women's indigenous knowledge and livelihoods and 
the increased rates of tourism development. Clearly there are cases where tourism is 
successfully developing and contributes to growth in rural areas. The extent to which the 
growth and opportunities generated are to benefit the rural is a different issue. As discussed 
earlier, the relative importance of small-scale enterprises and other attractions is likely to 
enhance opportunities for the rural, but Rogerson’s (2002) analysis of the Highlands Meander 
in South Africa issues an important warning note: while the creation of the ‘Meander’ has 
been successful in creating and marketing a product, the all-white ownership of, and 
participation in, the tourism sector in the area has not been reversed. Thus from a rural 
perspective, success needs to be measured in terms of both creating tourism-led growth in 
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